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This web page is dedicated to honor Rabbi David Wolfman.  Suellyn K. Bache has made a contribution to Maqom in his honor.  Thank you!]





Dear Friends,





Greetings!  In this session the story of Honi the miracle worker continues to unfold in all its facets.  It is a story which has much to teach us about genuine Jewish leadership.  Enjoy!





God bless you!





Judy Abrams





Bavli Taanit 23a, Steinsaltz, Volume 14, pp. 117-119:





Even so [though I won’t pray for the rain to stop], bring me a bullock for confession [said Honi after the people asked him to stop praying for rain].  They brought him a bullock for confession.  He laid his two hands on it and said before Him:  “Master of the Universe!  Your people Israel whom You brought out of Egypt cannot [bear] too much good  nor too much punishment.  You became angry with them--they cannot stand [it].  May it be Your will that the rains will stop and there will be relief in the world.”  Immediately the wind blew, and the clouds dispersed and the sun shone and the people went out to the field and brought for themselves truffles and mushrooms.  





Shimon ben Shetach sent to him:  “If you were not Honi, I would decree a ban upon you.  For if the years were like the years of Elijah when the keys of rains were in Elijah’s hand, would the Name of Heaven not have been desecrated by you [if you had stood in a circle, forcing God’s hand, while Elijah was on earth]?  But what shall I do to you, for you act like a spoiled child before God and He does your will for you, like a son who acts like a spoiled child with his father, and he does his will for him and he says to him:  ‘Father, take me and to wash me in hot water, rinse me in cold water, give me nuts, almonds, peaches and pomegranates.’  And he gives him [all these things].  And about you the verse says:  ‘Your father and mother shall be glad, and she who bore you shall rejoice. (Proverbs 23:25)”’





Our Rabbis taught:  What did the men in the Chamber of Hewn Stone send to Honi Hame’aggel?  “You shall also decree a thing and it shall be established for you and the light shall shine on your ways.  [When men have been humbled, you say:  There is lifting up and he will save him with lowered eyes.  He will deliver the one who is not innocent and he will be delivered by the pureness of your hands.] (Job 22:28-30)”





“You shall decree a thing”--you have decreed from below and the Holy One, blessed be He, fulfills your word above.





“And the light shall shine upon your ways”--a generation that was in darkness you have enlightened with your prayer.





“When men have been humbled, you say:  There is lifting up”--a generation that was humbled, you have lifted it up with your prayer.





“And he will save him with lowered eyes”--a generation that was lowered by its sin you have saved it with your prayer.





“He will deliver one who is not innocent”--a generation that was not innocent, you have delivered it with your prayer.





“And he will be delivered by the pureness of your hands”--you have delivered him with your pure deeds.
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Background


In this passage we see two responses to Honi’s miracle working ways (see the last web page for more information on Honi).  Shimon ben Shetach chides him for being like a pet to God.  





The Chamber of Hewn Stone was where the Great Sanhedrin had its official meetings and was the highest authoritative body of its day.  The respond to Honi with a running exposition on the verses from Job.





Discussion Questions


1.  The centerpiece of Honi’s story is his refusal to pray for rain to stop, thereby supporting the thrust of the Mishnah that one does not pray for good things to stop.  It is after this that the contrasting views of Honi’s actions are placed.  Shimon ben Shetach berates Honi while the majority (i.e., the Great Sanhedrin, the men of the Chamber of Hewn Stone) praise him.  Is Honi’s prayer to God echoed in Shimon ben Shetach’s rebuke?  Was it perhaps the men of the Sanhedrin who asked Honi to pray for rain and who therefore were so relieved when he could make it stop?





2.  When have you experienced leaders who knew what was in the longterm best interests of the community (here, Shimon ben Shetach and Honi) while the majority were focused only on today?  What happened in the short run?  In the long run?





3.  Honi’s plea to God is tactfully stated.  He reminds God that God brought the children of Israel up out of Egypt and of how weak the people was then and how weak it is now.  How are we still, in every generation, the people God brought out of Egypt?





�
 


Healing Passage:  Why Do the Righteous Suffer?





This passage from the Gemara addresses one of our ultimate questions.





Rav Ammi said:  There is no death without sin, and there is no suffering without iniquity...An objection [is raised]:  The ministering angels said before the Holy One blessed be He:  Master of the Universe, why did you punish the first person with death? Said He to them:  I gave him an easy command and he [still] transgressed it.  They said to Him:  Did not Moses and Aaron keep the entire Torah, all of it, and [still] they died?!  He said to them:  There is one happening for the righteous and for the wicked. (B. Shabbat 55a-b)





Background


This passage seeks to reconcile our disparate experiences.  On the one hand, evil is often punished.  On the other hand, we often see righteous persons suffering.  Notably, the passage does not try to blame the righteous for their lot; finding some minute fault in them.  Instead, it confirms the inconsistencies we experience.








Discussion Question


1.  Did Moses and Aaron keep the entire Torah?  If they did not, but kept most of it, does that mean we may consider ourselves righteous if we keep most of the Torah?  How could such an attitude constitute a healing for us?  How might it hurt us?





2.  Why must God follow the rules of nature?  Does this mean God is not all powerful or just consistent?�








�
“Let’s Start at the Very Beginning!”:  A Path Into the World of Jewish Literary and Spiritual Creativity


We are beginning a new study track for those who are just starting to look into Jewish sources.  We will move from Torah, Tanach (Hebrew Scripture), through the Second Temple Period, Mishnah, Tosefta, Midrash, Gemara, Codes, Liturgy, Mysticism and Medieval Commentaries.  This will, hopefully, give participants a chance to become familiar with the depth and breadth of Jewish literary creativity.  Enjoy!





Shema Yisrael Adonai Eloheinu Adonai Ehad.


Hear Israel, Adonai is our God, Adonai alone.








Background


	The Torah, the first five books of the Bible (i.e., Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy) are the basis for Jewish literary and spiritual creativity throughout the ages.  Some hold that all five books were given at Mount Sinai exactly as we have them today.  Some hold that all five books were given at Mount Sinai but, as time wore on, errors crept into the text and were corrected by Ezra.  Some hold that different parts of the Torah were generated at different times.


	Judaism began in the Patriarchal era, when Mesopotamia (modern Iraq) was the dominant power. Avraham, the founder of Judaism, came from Mesopotamia to the Land of Israel.  From there, the Hebrews migrated to Egypt, became enslaved, were liberated and returned to Israel.  The Land of Israel was eventually settled and came to be ruled by one king:  first Saul, then David and finally Solomon.  The first Temple was constructed under Solomon's rule and the priesthood, descendants of Aaron, Moses' brother, officiated in that cult while other members of the tribe of Levi helped in the Temple service and provided musical accompaniment to it.  It was during the period of the united monarchy that one of the founding documents of the Torah, the first five books of the Jewish bible was produced.  After the kingdom of Israel--Judea in the south and Israel in the north--split into two, more component parts of the Torah were created.


	The Tanach, the Hebrew acronym for the Jewish Bible (Torah, N'vi'im (Prophets), Ketuvim (Writings)) can be studied in many ways. Classically, it is believed that God authored the Torah and Moses wrote it down, in its entirety, on Mount Sinai.  One of the most widely-used methods for studying Scriptures, favored by many scholars, is called Source criticism.  This way of studying Scriptures sees the document we now possess as a composite of several component works.  The oldest source, called J because the name it uses for God starts with the letter yud (Jahweh or Yahweh), stems from the time of David and Solomon (10th century B.C.E.) while the source which refers to God by the name Elohim, and is thus known as E, came from the Northern kingdom after the division of Israel during the 9th century B.C.E.  These sources are combined in the Torah to form the narrative of Judaism's genesis.  The book of Deuteronomy, as well as other books in Scripture (e.g., II Kings) express the viewpoint of King Josiah, whose sweeping reforms threw off the cultural and religious domination of then-superpower Assyria in 621 B.C.E. and fostered a renaissance of Israelite nationalism.  King Josiah cleansed the cult of foreign influences, closed down regional sacrificial altars and consolidated worship in Jerusalem's Temple.  This source is called D, the Deuteronomist.  (Deuteronomy means the second telling, here, of the Torah, since this book recapitulates and amplifies much
